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THE VALLEY OF THE THRACIAN RULERS 

There is less than one hundred Thracian stone-built under-tumular construc- 
tions in Bulgaria that are usually called tombs. Most of them were found half- 
demolished or were demolished subsequently. Thirteen such buildings were con- 
structed in the Kazanlak valley (Look at the map on p.44). Their number rises to 
fifteen, it we add another two constructions, which are not so impressive but 
possess a high scientific value. They are concentrated within a limited geographic 
region and in terms of statistics they are considerably more than any other area 
of Bulgaria. Taking this into consideration and knowing that some fifty years ago 
the only Thracian town Seuthopolis (the capital of King Seuthes III at the end of 
4th and beginning of 3rd c. BC) was found and excavated approximately a dozen 
of kilometers away from Kazanlak gave enough grounds the Kazanlak valley to be 
given the name 'the Valley of the Thracian Rulers'. The tombs (under-tumular 
temples as per our team's findings) vary extremely as far as their plan and space 
designs are concerned. There are only three couples, which are similar but not 
identical. Instead of giving solutions of some issues of the Thracian cult architec- 
ture, this fact brings many other questions. In terms of archaeology the construc- 
tions are spread over an insignificant chronological period - only some centuries 
between the end of 6th and the beginning of 2nd c. BC - and their variety can 
not be attributed only to the Thracian architectures' extraordinary imagination or 
to independent conceptions of each ruler or family for the appearance of their 
after-death home. 

The first serious finding in the Valley, which at that time was not yet given the 
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Fig. 2. Wall painting from Kazanlak tomb - a coachman with horses and a coach 

Phot. G. Dimov. 



above-mentioned name, was made on April 19, 1944. During trench digging in a 
tumulus near Kazanlak a couple of soldiers fell over the entrance to some building. 
They set fire to some pieces of newspapers to put the darkness away and found 
themselves in an unknown world, filled with ghosts. The images of strange men 
and women, wearing picturesque cloths, were looking at them from the walls. 



Soon, it was clear that the unique (until recently) Thracian tomb with wall 
paintings from the end of 4th c. BC was discovered. The walls of both brick-built 
chambers (a rectangular and a round one) are covered with the images of warriors 
engaged in a battle, a ruler with his wife near a table abundant in foods, servants 
offering gifts, a coachman with horses and a coach (fig. 2) and chariots ridden 
at full speed. The Kazanlak tomb still rivets the scholars' and amateurs' attention 
in attempts to interpret adequately the scenes and retrieve information on the 
Thracians' everyday life and religion. 

About fifteen years later during earthworks on the bottom of the present-day 
Koprinka dam the outlines of a well-fortified Thracian town with a palace, streets 
crossing each other at right angle and single-type homes with large backyards 
became visible. A marble slab with letters was specified as breath- taking by Prof. 
Dimitrov - the director of the excavations. He learned from it and told the 
scientific world that the name of the town was Seuthopolis, it used to be the 
capital of King Seuthes III, there was a temple of the Great Samothracian Gods 
in this town and the slab represented a contract between Seuthopolis and another 
Thracian town - Kabile, known to be near a village with the same name and 
located in Yambol region. 

Two brick-built dome tombs were discovered demolished during excavation on 
the bottom of the dam. It became clear that the Thracians were among the first 
ancient peoples, who used the burnt bricks for construction of buildings. 

In 1965 the Kazanlak region attracted the attention of Italian geophysicists 
from the famous Lerichi foundation, who measured the resistance of the embank- 
ments in some tumuli. For two of them they forecast the existence of massive 




Fig. 3. Wall paintings from Maglizh tumulus - 
amphora with a coach 

Phot. G. Dimov 



buildings. The archaeologists 
Gergana Tabakova-Tsanova 
and Lyudmil Getov discov- 
ered two stone- and brick- 
built buildings and specified 
them as tombs. The tomb 
near Maglizh has got a long- 
er corridor and some cham- 
bers. Some wall paintings 
were preserved, while pieces 
of others were scattered on 
the floors. The saved and 
partly restored wall paint- 
ings can be seen in the Iskra 
museum in Kazanlak. They 
represent vegetal decorations, 
clay amphorae and Thracian 
chariots ridden at full speed 
(fig. 3). The second tomb is 
near the village of Kran. It 
was found in a half-destroyed 
condition and, unfortunate- 
ly, remained not fully inves- 
tigated. It was found that 
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its walls were covered with horizontal different-color belts. Exactly thirty years 
later our team discovered a similar tomb but representing a fully and well- 
preserved temple with the same decoration. 

In 1992 the Thracian Expedition for Tumular Investigations (TEMP) began 
under my direction the largest excavations in the Kazanlak region, which contin- 
ued till 1999. About one hundred tumuli were investigated and saved for the 
purposes of science and the museum glass-cases. There we found dozens of graves, 
dated between the Late Bronze Age and the Roman Period, hundreds of objects 
(gold, silver, bronze, clay, glass and stone) - some of them with unique or 
extremely high scientific and artistic value and they got included in large regional, 
national and international exhibitions. 

The beginning of the excavations was dramatic and curious. We prepared the 
excavations thoroughly but we had to cancel them due to insufficient funds. We 
had enough money just for a week and we had either to take a risk, or to leave 
the site. We opted for the challenge. The geophysicists Nikola Tonkov (Kolyo) and 
Iliyan Katevski had specified two tumuli where constructions could be expected. 
From them we chose the one called Malkata by the local people (i.e. the Small 
one), located between Shipka and Sheynovo and measured* by Kolyo. The author- 
ity, dignity and future of our team were fully entrusted to Kolyo. 

In the morning of July 23 the earthmover began digging the tumulus from 
southeast. We all felt nervous and excited. Two hours later we reached the specified 
point. The anomaly we anticipated was not there at all. Kolyo' s face was pale and 
we began thinking of preparing our luggage. Of course, there were idlers, scruti- 
nizing at our actions with curiosity and mockery. After all, a vigorous bawl shook 



the tumulus in half an hour. The shovel of the earthmover was touching a large 
stone slab. We discovered a big sarcophagus-like grave; unfortunately it was a 
symbolic one and did not contain archaeological materials. But the outlines of a 
primitive stone masonry began being seen behind it. On the next day, late in the 
afternoon, we found two clay vessels and a bronze vessel. The third day turned out 
to be crucial for the future of the Expedition and in general for the archaeology 
not only in the Kazanlak valley. Yet in the morning we began finding golds. Ph.D. 
Zarev, the director of the Museum, was hectic, he could not believe his eyes, and 
considered possible opportunities for ensuring funds to continue the excavations. 
Either because we broke the peace of an ancient ruler, declared a god, or just to 
emphasize the drama of the situation, even the weather changed five times. The 
shining and burning sun alternated with a torrential rain and wind, which were 
about to blow away the shelter we had fixed from an old parachute. 

The golds are particularly valuable, especially for the museum glass-cases. Al- 
though, there were two more precious objects - two bone-made items, yet one of 
them was broken. They had the shape of a double axe (labrys) - the symbol of 
power in the ancient societies. A hole, meant for a handle, was produced in the 
center of the preserved item. The handle used to be made from a perishable 
material (presumably wood) and was not found. The spiral-shaped silver band that 
we found nearby was obviously coiled around the handle to emphasize its 
importance. The broken double axe had bronze rivets at its ends; they served to 
hold the ends of a leather string to hang the item on the neck of the king-priest. 
There was no doubt that a ruler, holding both the political and religious power, 
as it was the practice in Ancient Thrace, was buried in the tomb. 



In fact, this was the first Thracian 
ruler's tomb, not plundered and discov- 
ered during archaeological excavations. 
There are another oddities relevant to 
this tomb. It is modest and built with 
small size rough stones. It has got a 
corridor and a small rectangular cham- 
ber with no roof (fig. 4). Immediately 
after the burial it was filled with earth 
and the vessels were carefully propped 
by means of small size stones. The sar- 
cophagus-like grave was fixed in front of 
the tomb and filled with earth. Three 
medium size stones were laid on the 
bottom of the sarcophagus and the cover 
slab was sloped and propped with some 
stones in order to enable the buried 
spirit 'to breathe'. 

The dead body of a man was laid 
down in the chamber, the head being 
placed to the southeast. Some local and 

imported from ancient Greece clay vessels were put to the right of the mans legs. 
Some of the vessels have got color decorations, while a letter, resembling the Old 
Greek 'H' (eta), was scratched on some others. There were two bronze vessels - a 




Fig. 4. The tomb in Malkata 
tumulus 

Author: Todor Teokliev 
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situla (buckets) with two handles and decoration at their bases. The head of a satyr 
(one of the adherents of Dionysos - the god of the wine and gayety) is depicted on 
one side. His eyes are formed with inlaid silver (fig. 5). On the other side the head 
of lion is welded. There is a hole on its muzzle to poor the liquid. It is beyond any 
doubt that the liquid was wine. This is confirmed both by the image of the satyr 
and by a dozen of small holes produced on the wall, which turn the chute into a 
strainer. In Thrace the wine used to be heavy and since it contained remainders 

from grape pips 
and peels it had 
to be strained. 
The situla has a 
specific shape, 
typical mostly 
among the 
Thracians and 
therefore it is 
known by the 
scientists to be 
of 'Thracian 
type'. The oth- 
er bronze vessel 
was a high bowl 
without decora- 
tion. Yet, two 




Fig. 5. Head of a bearded satyr on a situla from Malkata 

tumulus 

Phot. G. Dimov 
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silver cups (phialae) were laid down in 
it. Often they are specified as royal 
insignia and finding them during ex- 
cavations is extremely seldom. A small 
box elaborated with particularly well- 
treated bone lamellas was laid down 
in the tomb too. There were a lot of 
jewels and some people pretended the 
grave belonged to a Thracian woman. 
However, the anthropological measure- 
ments proved the skeleton belonged to 
a man. This fact established the thesis 
that wearing jewels was not a female 
privilege in the antiquity. Alike, it is 
not nowadays. There were three silver 
necklaces and three gold ones. One is 
made with beads with a complicated 
adornment of welded wires. An orig- 
inal bi-conical pendant with complex 
trimming was part of it (fig. 6). An- 
other necklace is a masterpiece of the 

Thracian jewellery. It is produced from thousands of miniature loops, welded by 
means of inner soldier, and thus forming a freely moving interlaced work. It is hold 
through a hook with elaborate decoration and a loop. The places where it is 




Fig. 6. Gold neck-lace from Malkata 
tumulus 

Phot.: N. Stoychev. 
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Fig. 7. Another gold neck-lace from 
Malkata tumulus (detail) 

Phot:. G. Dimov 



connected to the main lace are cov- 
ered with miniature lamellas with 
the image of a female head - pre- 
sumably the head of the Gorgon 
Medusa, which had to protect the 
necklace owner against the evil eye 
and undesired contacts. It comprised 
also two amphora-like pendants, the 
bigger one being an extraordinary 
sample of the goldsmith's trade. Its 
surface is covered by dozens of min- 
iature spheres, forming pyramid-like 
bunches of grapes, and fine wires, 
outlining palmettes and rosettes. This 
necklace is the most exquisite one 
ever found in Thrace (fig. 7). The set 
of gold jewels is completed with a 
pectoral, rosette-shaped decorations, 
buttons and pendants. A signet ring 
with an elliptical plate and an image 
shows up among the jewels and dis- 
courages even the last opponent to 
the interpretation that the tomb as 
a royal one. The signet ring repre- 
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sents the image of two mil-size 
human figures - a man and a 
woman (fig. 8). Behind his back 
the man holds in his left hand a 
scepter with a long handle and an 
end-piece, which seems to be shaped 
as a griffin figure - another sym- 
bol of the royal power, combining 
the features of a lion and an eagle 
- power, ability to fly and free- 
dom. The man's head is covered 
with something, which resembles 
a hat, and presumably was intend- 
ed to suggest the idea of a wreath. 
His right hand is put toward the 
woman, who seems to handle him 
an unclear object - presumably, a 
rhyton, which is again a symbol 
of the royal power. In brief, the 
scene on the signet ring represents 
an investiture - empowering of the 
ruler by the Thracian Great Mother 
Goddess, the ritual being known 
yet from some other images on 




Fig. 8. Gold ring from Malkata tumulus 

Phot. G. Dimov 
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Fig. 9. The inside of the temple in Sashova tumulus 
(immediately after the discovery) 



Phot.: G. Dimov 



works of the Thracian art. Such a signet ring, yet a gold one, might had been 
owned only by a ruler, who by means of imprinting and copying the image of the 
plate used to certify his powers. 

On August 24, 1995 most surprisingly, a second tomb (fig. 9), intact after the 
last burial, was discovered about one kilometer to the northwest from Malkata 
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Fig. 10. Helmet from Sashova tumulus 

Phot. G. Dimov 



tumulus. It was constructed in 
Sashova tumulus and over a long 
period it was utilized as a mau- 
soleum as it is shown by the two- 
fold extensions of the corridor 
towards the two rectangular 
chambers. There was no archae- 
ological material in the first one, 
while a man and a horse were 
buried in the second one. The 
man was laid down on a stone 
bed, while the horse was laid 
down on the floor. The man, 
presumably a ruler, was buried 
with his full set of weapons - a 
bronze helmet (fig. 10), a chain- 
mail armour, a big and heavy 
iron sword, some spearheads, a 
shield with a central protective 
item - an umbo, etc. The grave- 
goods include also some local and 
imported vessels - intact or bro- 
ken as a result of the centuries- 
long impact of the humid air. A 
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S7/wr phiala with gild from Sashova tumulus 




Phot: G. Dimov 



gold fibula, a bronze jug and a silver phiala - much bigger and nicer than the one 
from Malkata tumulus, are parts of the exquisite artistic works. The bottom of the 
phiala is decorated with a 12-leave star, while its sides are covered with three belts 
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with vegetal and geometric ornaments - again with thick gild (fig. 11). Two large 
amphorae, one of them with two manufacturer's seals, are crucial for determining 
the date of the last burial in the tomb. They evidence that the last use of the tomb 
was in the first half of 2nd c. BC and after that the access to it was terminated. 
At least a century prior to this the tomb was used as a mausoleum, which 
evidences that the Celts, who had invaded the region at the beginning of 3rd c. 
BC, neither had a serious impact on the development of the Thracian culture, nor 
prevented the local people from keeping to the traditional funerary rituals, as it is 
said from time to time. 

The central chamber of the tomb is covered with a semi-cylindrical vault 
performed with large stone blocks. This vault is known as 'Macedonian type and 
is believed to have been first time constructed in ancient Macedonia. Within the 
Bulgarian lands, the natural nucleus of the Thracian antiquity, more than fifteen 
such constructions are known so far. Three of them are in the Kazanlak region. 
Another five have got roofs, which constructions are earlier than the semi-spherical 
vault, which gives good grounds to ask the question about the accuracy of the term 
'Macedonian vault'. Obviously it is created in Thrace where its appearance and 
development can be traced. 

Another construction with a similar vault was discovered in April 1995 in 
Slavchova tumulus near Rozovo - about ten kilometers southeast from Kazanlak. 
It has got an antechamber and a chamber, covered with one and the same semi- 
cylindrical vaults (fig. 12). There are two features, which make it particularly 
important in terms of science. 

The chamber was plundered yet in the antiquity and only the following 
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i 7 ^. /Z 7j&£ temple in Slavchova tumulus 



Phot: G. Kitov 



remained from the buried ruler's grave (no doubts he was a ruler): parts of 
weapons and a scepter produced from iron and a stag horn. However, the 
antechamber was intact and the buried or sacrificed horse there was in full 
anatomical order. We found only a silver appliquu from the horse trappings and 
wonder whether the remaining ones were taken together with the reins short time 
after the burial. If so, this explains why the big amphorae were broken into several 
small pieces. The second important feature is that the building is constructed 
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about 1,5 higher than the old terrain level. An alley covered with small size stones 
goes to the entrance. The analysis of the layers shows that a part of the tumular 
embankment was taken away to start the construction. For the time being there 
is no well-grounded explanation for the first feature. The second one resulted from 
two reasons, which are yet questionable in the Bulgarian archaeology. There is an 
alley because the construction is not a simple tomb but a temple, where a Thracian 
ruler, declared god after his death, got buried. Then the temple became a 
mausoleum. The fact that the tumulus is older than the temple is explained 
through preserved Mycenaen traditions in the Thracian religion. In Mycenae, like 
in Thrace over the last centuries of the 2nd millennium BC, temples (=tombs) 
were dug into natural hills. In some regions of the state the lack of hills made 
the Thracians pile tumuli in order to dig them later to construct their temples. 
Such regularity was found out in the temple in Sarafova tumulus, located at 
almost one and the same distance from Kazanlak, but this time to the northwest. 
It was discovered on September 27, 1995. Alike, the temple was built high in the 
embankment. Furthermore, since the embankment was produced with earth, 
which was less dense than the one of the basis, the heavy brick-built walls of the 
premises sunk and the floors strongly projected upwards. Here the horse was 
buried or sacrificed in the corridor, while both rectangular chambers were most 
probably deliberately emptied and the precious objects from the gravegoods were 
used to cover the military costs of the Thracian state, threaten by Celts and 
Macedons in 3rd c. BC. This might explain also the lack of materials from the 
central chamber, although we found the entrance to it tightly closed with a thick 
stone door. Two deep circumferences on the earthen floor were produced by 
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heavy metal (gold or 
silver) vessels that 
were taken away. 

The temple in 
Sarafova tumulus 
was built with stone 
blocks (corridor) and 
strongly burnt bricks 
(both chambers). 
The corridor used to 
have a flat ceiling 
and a two-slope roof 
covered with flat and 
curbed tiles. Both 
chambers have got 
the above mentioned 
roof of arches, con- 
nected at closed angles between each other, which practically precede the semi- 
cylindrical (the so called 'Macedonian) vault. 

The artistic merits of the temple in Sarafova tumulus (fig. 13) are due to some 

horizontal belts, covered with a mirror surface, painted in white, yellow, black, 

orange and Pompeian red. The construction discovered in 1965 near the same 

village used to have such decoration but it was much poorer and partly preserved. 

An impressive wall painting decoration is preserved in the grave-and-cult com- 
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Fig. 13. The inside of the temple in Sarafova tumulus 

Phot.: G. Dimov 
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plex in Ostrusha 
tumulus near Ship- 
ka, which was found 
on April 13, 1993. 
With its height of 
20 m it is one of 
the biggest tumuli 
in the region. Dur- 
ing the Russian- 
Turkish Liberation 
war it was chosen 
for the headquar- 
ters, observation 
point and firing cen- 
ter of the Russian 
army. A spiral-like 

road was constructed to make easier the access to the top and it is partly preserved 
now. It is closely located to the Thracian construction from mid 4th c. BC, which 
was also built in the finished tumular embankment. At the time of its discovery 
it was the most complicated and largest Thracian temple ever known (fig. 14). It 
consists of six premises on a surface of 100 sq.m. (fig. 15). The entrance from the 
south ensures the acceos to a central transitional premises with three entrances for 
the lateral chambers and to the north of it. The right lateral chamber is round 
and has got a domed roof, while the left one is rectangular. It is the only not 




Fig. 14. Grave-and-cult complex in Ostrusha tumulus 

Phot.: G. Kitov 
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Fig. 15. Plan of the complex 

Authors: E. Krondeva, S. Goshev 



plundered one. There a horse got buried with its full set of silver appliquus for 
horse trappings. One of the appliquus - a head-piece - is a unique piece (fig. 16). 
The flat lamella, shaped as the figure '8' (a strongly stylized double axe) turns into 
a griffin head with a vigorously sharpened beak. The image is the missing by that 
time link in the development of such subject in Thrace in 4th c. BC. We found 
two silver vessels in the premises - a jug and a cup (phiala type) as well as a pectoral- 
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Fig. 16. Silver forehead-piece for horse-trappings from Ostrusha tumulus 

Phot. G. Dimov 



collar for leather breast-piece from iron, silver and gold and with strongly stylized 
vegetal and geometric ornaments. By that time only five such protective items were 
known. Next year two items were discovered in Shipka region. 

The chamber to the north of the transitional premises turned to be the most 
important, interesting and central for the temple. It is a monolithic one - it was 
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17. Portrait of a young woman with 
remainders of gold earrings and a neck-lace 

Phot.: G. Dimov 



carved from an enormous stone 
block with sizes 2,5 x 3,5 x 2,5 m 
and weight more than 60 t (!). A 
ritual bed with legs shaped as lions 
paws was modeled in front of the 
entrance. It was covered with a cover 
with a trapezoid-like section, which 
finally imposes the impression of a 
sarcophagus-like shape of the en- 
tire chamber. The ceiling imitates 
trimmer-joist roof and is split into 
dozens of square, rectangular and 
triangular fields and a round field, 
filled with wall paintings. The round 
field as a symbol of the sun occu- 
pies the center of the composition. 
It used to be yellow and encrusted 
with gold. The remaining fields are 
filled with portraits (fig. 17), scenes 
with people and animals, vegetal 
and geometrical ornaments. In 
Thrace this is the fist time regis- 
tered use of gold as a material for 
encrustation, which turned to be 
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fatal to a certain degree as when the plunderers scraped the yellow metal, they 
destroyed also the basic layer with the color pictures. The plunder took place in AD 
4th c. Then the southern periphery of the embankment was used by the early 
Christians to perform burials as it is evidenced by some graves of that period, 
outlined and covered with thin well-burned red tiles. During the earthworks for 
some of the burials the people reached the ridge of the central premises of the 
temple, discovered the walls of the premises and penetrated into it, motivated 
either by curiosity or anticipated treasures. Presumably the plunderers remained 
satisfied with their booty. Their beliefs did not allow to picture human faces and 
figures and moved by their indignation at that profanation, on the one hand, 
and by their strive gold objects, on the other hand, they destroyed the images of 
men and women. Besides, at that time it was quite an ordinary thing to built 
underground burial chambers (crypts) under the foundations of the main pre- 
mises of the temples and therefore they presumed there were underground 
premises under the sarcophagus-like chamber with graves. This made them dig a 
tunnel under the central platform. During 'the work process', supposedly quite a 
long one, the early Byzantines lost hold of some dozens of bronze coins with the 
image of Constantine the Great, an extraordinary seldom met and precious 
Persian silver coin as well as fragments of the pottery they utilized. 

There are two small rectangular premises aside from the central premises. They 
have not got entrances and their purpose remains not revealed. The presumption 
that they used to serve as monstrances and were plundered completely when 
discovered may not be excluded. 

The archaeological findings and logical speculations support the conviction that 
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Fig. 18. Architectural detail - antefixfrom 
Ostrusha tumulus 

Phot: G. Dimov 



the temple in Ostrusha was an 
open-air one and it was only its 
backside that adhered to the tu- 
mular embankment. At that time 
it represented an impressive build- 
ing with six premises, majestic fa- 
cades, pediments and architectural 
details on them. There were also 
six antefixes (decorations for the 
end parts of the pediments) with 
plastically modeled palmettes and 
semi-palmettes. There is no expla- 
nation of the fact that after the 
inexplicable deliberate destruction 
of the temple, the architecture 
details (fig. 18), a lot of pottery 
and other types of vessels were 
aligned in front of the fa3ade of 
the temple and buried together 
with it under an earth embank- 
ment, which shaped the final sil- 
houette of the tumulus. 

The Ostrusha temple remained 
the most impressive and intrigu- 
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ing in Thrace till 1996 when the temple is Shushmanets got discovered some 
kilometers to the north of the outskirts of Shipka and ranked second in terms of 
importance almost another three years till the excavation of the enormous Thra- 
cian temple in Chetinyova tumulus near Starossel. 

After the two similar buildings near Seuthopolis and these near Kran, a third 
couple, even though with significant differences, is presented by the temples in 
Golyama Arsenalka and Griffin tumulus. The first one got discovered on August 
31, 1995 and was promptly specified as the most impressive domed building in 
Thrace, better constructed even when compared to the well-known Mezek tomb. 
It ranked this way almost for an year - till August 15, 1996 when we found the 
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Fig. 19. The facade of the temple in Goliama Arsenalka tumulus 

Phot.: G. Kitov 
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building in Griffin tumulus, which turned to be unrivaled among the then known 
constructions. 

Golyama Arsenalka (Great Arsenalka) tumulus owes its name to the circum- 
stance it is located close to a subsidiary of the Arsenal military plants in Kazanlak, 
between Shipka and Sheynovo, as well as to the fact that in the backyard of the 
plants there is a much smaller embankment that we specified as Malka Arsenalka 
(Small Arsenalka) tumulus. After an adjustment of the work methods with respect 
to the results from geophysical measurements, the fa3ade of the temple got 
localized a little more than an hour after the beginning of the excavations. The 
fa3ade (fig. 19) gives to the southeast and is built with perfectly chipped stone 
blocks. In its center it has got an entrance, which used to be closed with a two- 
winged stone door. This door is the entrance to a rectangular premises with a two- 
slope roof. A second similar door ensures the entry to the central chamber, which 
is round and domed. The floor is covered with specially arranged tiles. The round 
tile in the center is concave and symbolizes the sun. It is surrounded by three rows 
of concentric belts, which have to be presumed to reflect the Thracian ideas for 
the structure of the universe - underground, earthen and celestial worlds. A ritual 
bed from great and well-chipped stone slabs was situated in front of the entrance. 

The temple was either plundered, or deliberately emptied in the antiquity, which 
could be presumed with a great degree of probability based on some observations 
and registered facts. In spite of this, pieces from a gild pectoral-collar with a plastic 
decoration, two gold decorations shaped as ' bees seen from above' and fragments of 
clay pottery were found in the joints of the temple. The bones discovered in the 
first premises evidenced that a horse was either buried, or sacrificed there. 

wmmmmwMMmiMwmiMMi 



The temple in Griffin tumulus is also 
from the same period - 5th and 4th c. BC. 
With its plan and space design it is similar 
the one in Goliama Arsenalka tumulus but, 
although, it has got some improvements. It 
is located deeper in the tumulus and stone 
walls and a corridor adherent to the fa3ade 
ensure the access to it. During the utiliza- 
tion the temple turned out to be too large 
and it had to be made narrower. Thus the 
lateral ends of the fa3ade remained hidden 
and unseen. However, the central part re- 
mained visible with its entrance and a false- 
modeled pediment (fig. 20), decorated with 
a palmette in its upper part and with semi- 
palmettes in the lateral parts. A Thracian 
craftsman, who did not betray his partial- 
ity for seeing an animal in every orna- 
ment, produced these ornaments. He elon- 
gated the main leave of the semi-palmette, 
turned it and sharpened it to resemble a 
griffin beak. The name of the tumulus was given after this ornament by our 
sponsors - representatives of the Embassy of Switzerland in Sofia. 

Alike the temple in Goliama Arsenalka tumulus the entrances were closed by 




Fig. 20. Part of the facade with 

the pediment of the temple in 

Griffin tumulus 

Phot. G Dimov 
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two-winged stone 
doors. However, the 
floors are covered with 
a thick lime coat. In 
the round premises 
under this coat the tiles 
were arranged in the 
same way - a round 
one in the center and 
three concentric belts 
around it. The front 
part of the ritual bed 
in front of the entrance 
was fenced with verti- 
cal slabs and a thresh- 
old with a red horizon- 
tal line was laid in front of it (fig. 21). Stone blocks were arranged around the 
lateral walls of the chamber presumably to serve for seats. This specifies finally the 
building as a temple where the participants in Thracian religious mysteries used to 
sit to fulfill their obligations. There are some nails on the walls to enable the 
participants in the ceremonies to hang their cloths or to hang special objects of 
symbols. The construction was yet more carefully performed and this gives enough 
grounds to specify the temple in Griffin tumulus as the building with best-fulfilled 
stone-block dome. 



Fig. 21. Ritual bed in the round chamber of the temple 
in Griffin tumulus 

Phot.: G Dimov 
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The neighbor- 
ing tumulus was 
given the name 
Helvetsia - the an- 
cient name of Swit- 
zerland. The tem- 
ple in it (fig. 22) is 
a unique one and 
has got a roof, 
which marks the 
transition from the 
two-slope roof in 
the first chambers 
of Griffin tumulus 
and Goliama Arse- 
nalka tumulus to 
the semi-cylindrical 

vaults in Slavchova and Sashova tumuli, as well as the one in the antechamber in 
Shushmanets tumulus. Its sloped lateral walls are crossed' by a horizontal belt. In 
fact, the temple has got a corridor, an antechamber-altar and a rectangular 
chamber. In all premises the floors were covered by a thick lime coat, alike the 
walls where an original construction of large perfectly chipped stone blocks was 
imitated by means of horizontal and vertical channels. The floors of the corridor 
and the antechamber are considerably sloped and at the beginning this was an 




Fig. 22. The temple in Helvetsiya tumulus 

Phot.: G. Kitov 
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enigma for us. After the entire clearing 
out of the temple the problem was re- 
solved. A horse was sacrificed on the floor 
in the antechamber. The blood of the 
victim splashed the walls and preserved its 
red color till present day. Also there are 
red spots on the floor and a low parapet 
with a small hole to let the blood flow 
fences its front part. The blood used to 
flow through this hole and along the slope 
of the corridor. The Thracian used to 
offer animal sacrifices on similar shaped 
sacrificial stones in the open air and based 
on the blood spots and the way the blood 
flew they predicted the future of their 
people and chieftains. The analogy be- 
tween the sacrificial stones and the ante- 
chamber, as well as the laboratory tested 
blood spots, specify categorically the ante- 
chamber as an altar and the entire build- 
ing as a Thracian temple that was regular- 
ly utilized over centuries. Also this is sup- 
ported by additional proves. The preserved in situ stone wings of the doors (fig. 23) 
at the entrance have got locking devices on their inner sides, which used to be set 




Fig. 23. The two-winged stone 

door to the central chamber in 

Helvetsiya tumulus 

Phot.: G. Dimov 
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in motion when the initiated want- 
ed to stay in piece inside the rectan- 
gular chamber. A large wooden beam 
and an old stone wing of the door, 
propped by two small stones, served 
as seats. Of course, they used to be 
covered either with a piece of leath- 
er or a cloth to ensure the comfort 
required. 

In front of the entrance, alike 
in other sites in the Valley, there 
was a ritual bed, this time fixed 
with small size stones and coated 
with a mixture of sands and lime 
- lime mortar. In fact, remains 
from ritual beds were not found in 
Slavchova and Sarafova tumuli only 
and this again can be explained by 
the fact they were constructed with 
a perishable material. 

The last impressive under-tumu- 
lar construction in the Valley of the 
Thracian Rulers was discovered on 
August 28, 1996 (fig. 24). It is great- 




Fig. 24. The facade of the temple in 
Shushmanets in process of excavation 

Phot.: G. Kitov 
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25. The round chamber in the temple in 
Shushmanets tumulus 

Phot.: G. Dimov 



er than the one in Ostrusha and 
for the time being it ranks sec- 
ond in Thrace only after the 
temple in Chetinyova tumulus 
near Starossel, Hissar region. It 
has got a large corridor, which 
resembles rather a backyard, an 
antechamber with a semi-cylin- 
drical vault and a round cham- 
ber with a dome. There are few 
Thracian temples for which the 
terms unique' and 'most' can be 
utilized. This temple is the first 
and unique to evidence a combi- 
nation between semi-cylindrical 
and domed roofs, it is the first 
and unique to have a column 
support of the antechamber and 
the chamber, etc. 

The floors of the antecham- 
ber and the chamber, as well as 
the walls, were covered with lime 
coating. Four horses and two 
dogs were sacrificed in the ante- 
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chamber; we found their remainders in anatomic order. The entrance to the 
round chamber used to be closed with a two-winged stone door with paneled 
surface with images of strongly stylized 'rotating sun discs', which were hidden 
under a thick layer of red paint lately. A false pediment with a palmette and semi- 
palmettes at the ends was modeled over the entrance. The column in the central 
chamber (fig. 25) is shining white and finishes with a large disc, which undoubt- 
edly symbolizes the sun. Furthermore, fifteen radial stone slabs (fig. 26), come out 
of it - sun beams, outlining both the heaven and the celestial world represented 
by it. Another two horizontal belts are relevant to the Thracian religious symbol- 
ism and the Thracians' beliefs for the structure of the world. For the Thracians 
the sacred figures were 3, 7 and 10. The walls of the chamber were divided into 
three belts, situated one over the other. They were intended to symbolize the 
underworld, the terrestrial and celestial worlds. The lowest belt is vertical. By 
means of seven columns it was divided into seven vertical fields. Every semi- 
column has got ten longitudinal channels. 

The temple in Shushmanets tumulus, as almost all remaining ones (exception 
for the one in Sashova tumulus), was discovered without serious arcaheological 
materials. The only object found was a pruning-knife, which was left close to the 
door. The specific scientific and artistic values of the temple consist in its architec- 
ture and the evidenced philosophical and religious ideas. The plundering or the 
ritual emptying of the round chamber, on the one hand, and preserving intact the 
four horse and the two dogs in the antechamber, on the other hand, contradict 
to each other and are hard to be explained. Such oddity was also seen in 
Slavchova, Sarafova and Helvetsia tumuli, which makes it a sustained custom and 
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Fig. 26. The disc over the column in the round chamber 

Phot.: G. Dimov 



its interpretation can be sought for among many possible variants. This issue of 
the Thracian archaeology needs precise definition and further analyses, alongside 
with other observations, in order to be attributed an adequate explanation. 

Sources evidence that the Thracians were addicted to horse riding and their 
warriors and nobles, who were one and the same in many cases, could not 
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imagine the life without chase and fighting 
riding. It is no chance that only in one 
temple (out of eight temples we investigat- 
ed) there are not categorical proofs for burial 
or sacrifice of a horse. However, this can be 
presumed for this temple. Horses are found 
out alongside almost every rich grave within 
the region. In Zareva, Smailova, Tsvyatko- 
va and other tumuli the horse skeletons 
were laid down along those of the men, 
while in others they were put in individual 
pits. In Binyova tumulus two horses were 
buried at two different places and there are 
no traces of human burials. In many cases 
the Thracians paid much more attention 
to the appliquus for horse-trappings than 
to their own decoration. Finding three full 
sets of appliquus for horse-trappings (yet in 
silver and all of them dating to 4th c. BC), 
several individual appliquus and some reins 
in less than five years (from 1992 to 1996) 
was specified as an event with no precedent in the Thracian archaeology. These 
statistics compare only to those from Starossel where in a season (2000) our 
expedition discovered four full silver sets. All of them have got artistic animal 




Fig. 27. Silver appliquufor 

horse-trappings from Sineva 

tumulus 

Phot.: G. Kitov 
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images and some of them are unique items. 
The forehead-piece for horse-trappings from 
Binyova tumulus is the first one in Thrace 
to offer the three-dimension central image 
of a ram, while the item from Ostrusha is 
the missing link between such earlier and 
later decorations. The appliquus from Sineva 
tumulus present a strange elaboration, un- 
known from the so far findings - a quite 
higher relief with planes, connected at 
angles (fig. 27), typical for much earlier 
techniques. The rein from Leshnikova 
tumulus is really beautiful. Its horse-bit is 
produced with iron loops and bronze ribbed nodes. Its bronze ending pieces have 
got three radiant beams coming out of a ring-like center - they are the prototype 
of the Mercedes sign and are twenty three centuries older than it. 

We have already spoken for part of the gold jewels. The signet ring from Sineva 
tumulus is worth paying special attention. The images of a bunch of grapes, a 
turtle and the head of a griffin are incised on its plate (fig. 28). The combination 
is not known form the so far discovered Thracian artistic works and offers an 
attractive interpretation: the one, who drinks wine, lives as long as a turtle, is 
strong as a lion and is free as an eagle. Other rings, mainly of bronze and seldom 
of silver, have got smooth plates or incised images of birds, an ant, etc. The neck 
decorations (torques) are often specified as marks of nobility. Seldom met any 





Fig. 


28. Gold ring from 
tumulus 

Phot: 


Sineva 
G. Kitov 
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place else, in Kazanlak they are often 
found alongside with fibulae (cloth 
fasteners), necklaces, earrings (fig. 29) 
and many other decorations. 

The fact that the rich graves be- 
longed to noble warriors is suggested 
by the significant quantity of weap- 
ons. Prior to these excavations not a 
single Thracian type helmet was found 
but three such items were discovered 
in the Valley of the Thracian Rulers 
(fig. 30). Another one of another 
type was discovered too. A central dec- 
oration for a shield (an umbo), yet of 
an unknown type, was found in Fo- 
mus tumulus. Also an important 
quantity of bronze arrow-heads (the 
largest quantity - some dozens - was 
in Tsvyatkova tumulus), iron spear- 
heads, swords, curbed Thracian knives, 
parade accessories for breastplate and 
other weapons were found. 

Finding silver phialae during excavation is considered as a sensation since they 
are believed to be symbols of the royal power. Their number in the Valley of the 




Fig. 29. Silver earring from 
Matildina tumulus 

Phot.: G. Kitov 
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.F/g. 30. Bronze Thracian type helmet 

with check-guards prior to be taken 

out ofZareva tumulus 

Phot.: G Kitov 




Fig. 31. Silver phiala from Zareva 
tumulus 

Phot.: K. Georgiev 



Thracian Rulers reached seven pieces. 
Besides the beautiful item with gild dec- 
oration from Sashova tumulus there 
are two others, which are worth men- 
tioning. The one from Zareva tumulus 
(fig. 31) has got the shape of a semi- 
sphere and its external surface is deco- 
rated with straight incised lines, which 
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divide it into pentagons and hexagons. With 
this ornaments it is an absolute prototype of 
the modern professional football. The phiala 
from Leshnikova tumulus confirms categori- 
cally the statement that this kind of vessel is 
relevant to the royal power. Letters are in- 
cised on its walls and form two names, inter- 
preted unanimously by the linguists as royal 
ones - Deynas, son of Dzuntos. A silver jug 
was found in the same tumulus; its neck is 
covered with a dozen of letters. For the time 
being the inscription is not given a satisfac- 
tory reading. Most probably its comprises 
the vessel owner's name. 

The pottery is abundant. Together with 
the traditionally met local forms, they are 
represented by a score or so of Greek ceramic 
masterpieces with rich and various red-figure 
decorations - scenes with people and ani- 
mals, most often relevant to the cult to Di- 
onysos - the god of wine and gaiety. Some of 
them are craters (fig. 32) - a vessel to mix 

wines from which the enchanting liquid was pored into the banqueters' cups by 
means of special ladles. 




Fig. 32. Red-figure crater with 

a scene representing a dance in 

honor ofDionysos 

Phot.: G. Kitov 
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The materials from the excavations in Kazanlak region are stored in the 
National Museum of Archaeology, the Archaeological Institute with Museum near 
the Bulgarian Academy of Science and Iskra Archaeological Museum. Many of 
them traveled across frontiers, seas and oceans to be included extraordinarily in 
impressive state exhibitions that took place in Japan, USA, Italy, Finland, etc. On 
the other hand, in most case the imposing architecture monuments are in 
excellent condition and are interesting and attractive sites for both internal and 
international tourism. By means of some efforts they can be included in an 
optimum infrastructure, provided with suitable facilities and turned into an elite 
tourist complex perfectly in tune with the natural landmarks of the region and 
the multiple valuable monuments dating from other historical periods. The mild 
climate, the mineral springs in the outskirts, the forests rich in game and the rivers 
abounding in fish can convert the Valley into a profit-making resort, tourist and 
entertainment complex. 

GeorgiKitov, Ph.D. 
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The 1992-1999 excavations of TEMP (Thracian Expedition for Tumular Investigations), 
directed by Ph. D. GeorgiKitov in Kazanlak provoked a series of archaeological sensations. The 
Valley of the Thracian Rulers was discovered for the science. The number of the impressive 
under-tumular constructions reached thirteen. It was found out that most of them were built to 
serve as temples and in the meantime they were utilized to bury inside Thracian rulers over 
6 th. - 2ndc. BC. The only two yet not plundered Thracian tombs were found in the Valley 
during regular archaeological excavations. Hundreds of extraordinary works of the Thracian 
art made of gold, silver, bronze, clay, glass and stone completed the glass-cases oflskraMuseum 
of History in Kazanlak, the Institute ofArchaeology with Museum near the Bulgarian Acad- 
emy of Sciences and the National Museum of History. Many of them got presented at state 
exhibitions in Japan, USA, Italy, Finland, etc. 
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A map of the Valley of the Thracian Rulers 




The Valley of the Thracian Rulers with the capital 
Seuthopolis and the most important tumuli: 

1. The town of Seuthopolis. 

2. Tomb in tumulus 2. 

3. Tomb in tumulus 3. 

4. Kazanlak tomb (temple). 

5. Maglizh tomb (temple). 

6. Kran tomb (temple). 

7. Tomb in Malkata tumulus. 

8. Zapryanova tumulus. 

9. Grave-and-cult complex in Ostrusha tumulus. 

10. Temple in Slavchova tumulus. 

11. Temple in Sashova tumulus. 

12. Temple in Goliama Arsenalka tumulus. 

13. Temple in Sarafova tumulus. 

14. Temple in Helvetsiya tumulus. 

15. Temple in Griffin tumulus. 

16. Temple in Shushmanets tumulus. 

17. Tomb in Lulcheva tumulus. 

18. Binyova tumulus. 

19. Tsvyatkova tumulus. 

20. Zareva tumulus. 

21. Sineva tumulus. 

22. Leshnikova tumulus. 

23. Petrunova tumulus. 

24. Fomus tumulus. 

25. Tonkova tumulus. 

26. Consular tumulus. 

Author: Nikola Tonkov. 
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